65 Landholding in New France : The Seigneurial System

The seigneurial system, which governed land-
holding in New France, was transplanted from
France. Seigneur means lord and under this system
allland was governed by lords who were responsible
to the king. Thus, New France seemed much like a
feudal colony, with no settler an absolute owner of
the land that he farmed.

However, there were some differences. The French
king’s control over his colony was limited and the
whole system adapted to the completely different
conditions of a largely unexplored continent. For
example, in France a seigneur’s inherited wealth and
prestige were things that his tenants were unlikely to
attain. In New France, such differences were more
easily overcome. Individuals could gain prestige and
wealth in the fur trade and often become seigneurs in
the bargain.

Perhaps the self-reliance required by life on the frontier helped to
make the settlers more independent than the peasants of France. This
tendency was reinforced by the actual pattern of settlement. As the map
on the right shows, most settlement occurred along the rivers, lakefronts
and coastlines which provided the only real means of communication
and transport. Although each habitant lived close to his neighbours and

was part of a strong community, each farm was also on the edge of the
wilderness.

In New France the seigneurial system did not produce the intended
feudal replica of French rural society. The evidence suggests that by the
time of the British conquest of New France, the seigneur’s original role
had become less important.

The earliest seigneuries were established around Québec, Trois-
Riviéres and Montréal between 1625 and 1650. Some were small, and
others, such as Cap-de-la-Madeleine near Trois-Riviéres, were very
large. By 1672, the creation of seigneuries along both banks of the St.
Lawrence was basically complete. The last seigneury was granted in
1788, well after the fall of New France, and the system was not abolished
until 1854,

Towns and Settlements
imit of Seigneurial Grants

Extent of Seigneuries
along the
St. Lawrence River

Extent of Seigneuries of New France
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